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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the cherished memory of the late Ms Mary Mathew and Mr Anthony Yeo, who between them have touched countless souls through their years of helping others. They would have understood what this book meant to people, and are dearly missed by the editor.


Foreword by Juliana Toh

Reading the personal journeys in this collection of real-life stories struck a deep chord within me. Why would anyone choose to be gay?

I was left thinking how difficult and lonely it is to be gay and live a life of invisibility. There exists a double-glazed wall of shame and discrimination; sometimes with hostility and often with rejection. The journey to self acceptance and quiet confidence seems to be one of travelling down an abyss, fraught with uncertainty, loneliness and fear.

I was left thinking how, regardless of sexual orientation, at one point or time in our lives, we had been on the other side of being discriminated against; made to feel ashamed for not being intelligent enough, not being in a better school, or a better class; for being divorced, not from an intact family, or having parents who were divorced; for not being taller, prettier, better-looking; sometimes for just being.

I was left thinking, how we are all searching for a similar purpose and meaning of life and living; that is, to be in a life-giving relationship where there is affirmation and validation, where there is respect and love; where one can safely put one’s heart in the hands of another, trusting that it would be cared for with tenderness and respect.

I was left thinking that the common thread that weaved through the stories was how relationships are double-edged swords. It is through relationships that we create and build a sense of identity and self; it is also through relationships that our identity and sense of self might be hurt and sometimes demolished.

I was left thinking how in life’s darkest moments, when one is told he is HIV- positive, the very relationship where one looks to for acceptance and support, is also the very relationship where one can experience abandonment.

I was left thinking of Henri Nouwen’s book Reaching Out, where relationships are viewed as contexts for the creation of hospitable experiences. When I think of hospitable experiences, I think of times when I can be the person comfortable under my own skin without having to be concerned with what others might think or say. I was neither watchful nor hiding aspects of myself which I thought might bring embarrassment to myself or others. I felt respected for the person that I am. This emotional freedom allowed me to be attentive and present for others. When I was less concerned about hiding, I was more present for others and for myself.

I was left thinking how we – as part of the human race and out of humanity – can create a hospitable environment where our fellow sojourners can be respected, cared for, nurtured, made to feel comfortable; where they can rest their weary souls and take comfort; and when the time comes for our guests to leave, they will leave while in a better place emotionally, with confidence, dignity and visibility; having experienced love and care; a safe space to be.

I was left thinking how a hospitable relationship could be between mother and child, where the child comes out to her, telling her for the first time that he is gay. He experiences understanding and a safe space where both could hear and be heard; where his mother could speak of her concerns and sadness and where he could speak of his journey and offer of assurances. The relationship could be between one and a Higher Being where the same acceptance and love can be experienced without condemnation.

I was left thinking of the man who, despite his own illness and near mortality, availed himself for another who was contemplating ending his life. The man provided a hospitable space for him to seek warmth and comfort. He was allowed to be himself, expressing the painful anguish of having been rejected by his mother, and flooded with thoughts of ending his life. The safe space created by the hospitable act made him feel cared for and that life was worth living because he mattered. Someone cared enough to open the doors to embrace him. Such is the strength of relationships – it can both give life and take life.

I was left thinking about how I could be a hospitable host and give to others what I had received and am still receiving as a guest: peace of mind, respect and a space to be who I am.

Above all, I was left thinking of the most humane gift we can give to another – the space to be oneself.

Juliana Toh is the Executive Director of Counselling and Care Centre and has been practising as a family therapist for over 20 years, during which she has worked with clients who are gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender, and their families. Juliana is also a consultant and trainer to numerous social service professionals and agencies, and is currently an advisor to Oogachaga Counselling and Support and a consultant and board member for Samaritans of Singapore.


Introduction

Anonymous [adjective]. Of unknown identity, thus allowing people relative safety in revealing personal history and feelings without fear of later embarrassment or consequences.

Not all gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender people are the same. Everyone has a different story to tell. Often it is a personal story filled with real-life experiences despite, or maybe because of, the fact that they are different from the people around them. This book collects some of these stories shared with me by extraordinary individuals, mostly under assurance of anonymity.

When I was invited by Ng Yi-Sheng to contribute to his book SQ21: Singapore Queers in the 21st century, I was already out as a gay man to my family, had many supportive friends and was very open to the idea of being part of a project that put real names and faces to ordinary lesbian, gay and bisexual people in Singapore. Having just turned 30 then, I was also looking back on a life that had been relatively smooth but for a handful of creases.

Five years on, I’ve became even more aware that not every gay person is like me. Or at least, even if they were a bit like me, their life journeys were very different from mine. For every publicly featured person in SQ21, I realised there were many more out there who had led very different lives. These are individuals not yet ready to be visible, preferring to keep their faces unseen even as they want their stories to be heard.

While on holiday in March 2009, I received a text message from a friend who informed that a young gay man we both knew had just killed himself a few days before his own birthday. It was extremely hard for me to know how to react to this shocking news, given my personal experience and professional background. As a gay man who had formerly contemplated suicide as a teen, and with my training in social work, it felt as if it was all coming a little too close to home.

Either through sheer coincidence or synchronicity, several hours earlier I had come across and bought the publication “Crisis: 40 stories revealing the personal, social, and religious pain and trauma of growing up gay in America” by Mitchell Gold. Drawing inspiration from those stories, and subsequently those from Dan Savage’s “It Gets Better” project and Nathan Manske’s “I’m From Driftwood” blog, perhaps this book is my own response to the death of a gay youth, as well as the countless tragedies of others like him. I felt a need to gather and document what I thought I had always known. More than anyone else, gays, lesbians, bisexuals and transgender people, in addition to dealing with coming out and coming to terms with their own identities, also face numerous other issues in their everyday lives. I was curious to know how such individuals in Singapore coped and maybe thrived amidst their personal crises.

Within weeks of returning home, I appealed to friends and strangers to share with me, and eventually to a wider audience, their personal life stories. To my surprise the responses that came back were truly humbling. They ranged from stories about troubled relationships with loved ones, coping with grief and loss, conflicts with religion, living with illness, and even dealing with violence and suicide.

Not everyone who responded to my appeal was ready or able to share. Of those who were, I met up with them individually and invited them to talk with me through a comprehensive, loosely-structured interview that often became more like a candid conversation between two trusting strangers. Through them, we see the demographic diversity that is often overlooked within the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender communities in Singapore. They are female and male; younger as well as older. They are also varied in their ethnic, social and even religious backgrounds. In a few cases, they have even come from overseas to work and live in our Lion City.

Despite the diversity of the stories and the backgrounds of the contributors, a common thread that stood out was the importance of human relationships in all their lives. Whether it is the existing bonds with people from our family of origin, and the strains that these endure over time; or the choices we make about whom we love, and how these then come to affect our own lives; no man, woman or transgender person is an island. None of us exists in a vacuum, and so we all lead lives that involve significant relationships with other people. Even as all the stories describe relationships in their varied forms – with parents, siblings, partners, spouses, children, friends, colleagues, and even professionals – it is the very nature of these relationships that provide the enriching weave in the fabric of these stories. The ambivalent relationship between a mother and her gay son. The relief felt by a woman on receiving her sister’s support for her same-sex relationship. The pain of losing a boyfriend to suicide. A gay man’s sense of duty to his wife, coupled with his commitment to his children. A young woman’s transition to become a man, for the love of a girlfriend but without the support of their parents. The shame of living with an abusive partner. A gay teen’s disappointing encounters with law-enforcement and medical professionals. Another teen’s gratitude for his school’s stand against homophobic bullies.

The stories contained here reflect some of the incredible diversity that exists within the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender communities in Singapore. Perhaps they are also the voices of a minority, but it’s a minority that is silently screaming for their personal stories to be heard. You may be able to relate to some of them, regardless of your sexual orientation. Other stories are more unusual in nature, describing situations you may not be familiar or comfortable with. Yet all the stories are from the heart, deeply moving and very real. They remind us of a sense of shared humanity, in their ability to evoke in us emotions like sorrow, anger, disappointment and joy, at the same time inviting us to recall the poignant universality of our own life experiences.

How the stories are organised

For many people who have to deal with difficult issues in their lives, the supportive resources they can summon from around them may sometimes seem very limited. But often what they muster from within themselves can be useful too. In the process of listening to all of them, I have learnt how powerful it is for stories to be told and heard. I now know that surviving life’s crises involves having the inner resources to cope, resources which may be shared through the telling of these stories to a wider audience. Every story in this book surfaces the indomitable spirit of human resilience in its various forms. In recognising this, I have organised them around the key themes highlighted in the stories.

Growing up can be tough. Dealing with changes in one’s body, relationships, commitments and responsibilities is part of life for all of us. For many gay men, the growing realisation of their same-sex attraction, even as they juggle multiple roles – as son, student, soldier, employee, husband and father – can even heighten the sense of struggle and conflict. Yet our Experiences can also enrich the tapestry of our lives. “That which does not kill us can only make us stronger”, as a German philosopher once said. The four stories in this section, from a teenager, a National Service pre-enlistee, a young man recalling his time in the army and a middle-age professional, all show us how it is possible to grow and learn from what we have gone through in our lives, and still benefit from the wisdom of our lived experiences.

Love comes in multiple forms, and can mean different things to different people. For some, unconditional, non-judgemental acceptance is expected; for others, it is a relationship based on devotion, commitment and trust. But what happens when the one you love professes to offer these and more, only for reality to change everything? The ambivalent relationship between a mother and son which drives the latter halfway across the world. A brief but intense affair that ends in tragedy. A painfully repetitive cycle of love and hurt. Such are the very raw emotions that bind us to each other as fellow human beings.

Women differ from men in many ways, not just biologically but also in how they encounter the world around them. Even as mainstream society is used to seeing women conform to certain gender roles, lesbian, bisexual and other queer women who love women regularly navigate the delicate balance between these normative expectations and what comes naturally to them in their everyday lives. As the four stories in this section reveal, although achieving this requires patience and sacrifice, it is most often carried out with Grace, and always with much love and devotion for those around them.

Many people turn to religion for support and answers. Yet it can also be a powerful force of judgement and condemnation, as the world’s main religions prescribe strict moral codes of conduct that many lesbians, gay men, bisexuals and transgender people find oppressive. Still, some continue to maintain personal relationships with their Faith, finding that it can still offer some form of comfort in the reconciliation between sexual orientation and religion, while still providing a deeper meaning to life in a complex world.

Sexual orientation is often confused with gender identity. One’s sexual and emotional attraction to another of the same or opposite sex defines one’s orientation. But sometimes one can be born of a gender, but identifies physically, emotionally and socially with the opposite gender. In Singapore at least, transgender people are often the under-represented demographic even within the broad GLBT umbrella. Although sometimes highly visible in certain social circles – think young male-to-female transgender women – less is understood of trans-men, older transgender people or even transgender ethnic minorities, and their ongoing yet natural desire to live their lives with the Dignity deserving of every human being.

There was a time not so long ago when homosexuality was misunderstood as an illness. Not so anymore in the 21st century. But imagine being afflicted with an actual medical condition – in this case, depression, HIV or sexual addiction – and what it might be like to live with it for the rest of your life. The four gay men in this section talk about their personal journeys with their illness, and how they continue leading lives of Courage in the face of fear, ignorance and stigma.

Prefacing these stories, we have also included contributions from four local commentators who share with us their personal reflections on the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender communities in Singapore. We are indeed honoured to have a section that brings together writing from the former Methodist Bishop of Singapore, the Reverend Yap Kim Hao; transgender activist Ms Leona Lo; and former Nominated Members of Parliament Ms Braema Mathi and Mr Siew Kum Hong.

What it means to you, the reader

As a reader, you might be uncomfortable with the sombre tone of many of the personal stories. Or you might worry that perhaps sad queer stereotypes are again being perpetuated. But allow us, and the stories, to prove you wrong.

If you are not lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender, as you read the stories imagine what life might be like for you if you were. Put yourself in the place of a man whose marriage to a woman had broken down because all communication had ended. All you can think about is finding someone to love, with whom to spend the rest of your days, even if that person is a man.

Or accept our invitation to enter the world of a young woman, who had been reminded a countless number of times that she needed to grow her hair long, dress like a girl and marry a man, even as she hates her own body and wishes she were male instead.

Perhaps you can imagine being a gay teenager, struggling with depression, bullying in school, and rejection from your family. You turn to your religion, but you are terrified because, according to what you have been told, you are an abomination and a sinner.

If you are someone who might identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender, or still wondering about your own sexual orientation or gender identity, or somehow also struggling with some of the issues raised in this book, know that you are not alone. You may be able to recognise or relate to certain threads in these stories, because they seem familiar to you. We hope you can draw strength from how each person behind every story has somehow managed to hold on. If you need additional help and support, you can also refer to the “Resources” section at the back of the book, or click here.

To quote the visionary Harvey Milk, “It’s about giving people out there hope. You’ve gotta give them hope.”

There is hope. We will not remain invisible forever. Like it or not, we will survive.


Using Appropriate Language

Words are powerful things, as they have the ability to either hurt or affirm people. The following glossary intends to help you become more aware of the various terms used to describe diversity within the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender communities. Since language is a dynamic thing and everyone uses it differently, please bear in mind that this list is not meant to be comprehensive.

Androgynous: Describes someone whose appearance does not conform to distinctly male or female characteristics. For example, a man who has feminine features, or a woman who looks boyish.

Bisexual: Someone who is emotionally, romantically and sexually attracted to people of the same gender as well as people of the opposite gender. Bisexuals do not necessarily need to have equal sexual experience with both men and women, or even require any sexual experience at all to identify as bisexual.

Bi-phobia: Fear of bisexuals, often based on inaccurate stereotypes, including associations with infidelity, promiscuity and transmission of sexually transmitted infections.

Bi-curious: Describes someone who is interested in exploring same gender sexual experiences, but without identifying as gay or lesbian or bisexual.

Closeted: The colloquial term “being closeted” or “staying in the closet” refers to someone who is hiding or not open about their gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender identity.

Coming out, being out, out of the closet: “Coming out” is the opposite of “being closeted.” It refers to the process through which a person recognises, acknowledges and finally accepts their GLBT identity. This can take years or even decades for some people, as they have to come out to themselves before they can be ready to come out to others. Some people are selectively “out” in some settings (with friends) and “closeted” in other settings (at work or with family). Others may even be “outed” or forced to “come out” by others before they are ready, privately or publicly.

Drag or cross-dressing: Where one would wear the clothes or adopt the persona of someone of a different gender. A “drag king” is a woman dressed up as a man, and a “drag queen” is a man dressed up as a woman. Drag is often used as a form of entertainment, and drag performers can be of any gender or sexual orientation – male or female; lesbian, gay, bisexual or straight. They may have no wish to change their gender. The terms “drag” or “cross-dressing” should NOT be used to describe a transgender person who has transitioned fully to the other sex.

Ex-gay: Refers to individuals who are part of a Christian movement who believe that people can change their sexual orientation from gay to straight, through reparative therapy and prayer.

FTM: Means “female-to-male”, referring to a transgender person who is transitioning or has transitioned from female to male.

GLBT: Refers to the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual & Transgender communities as a collective. Sometimes spelt as “LGBT” in recognition of the pioneering contribution by lesbians in the international gay liberation movement. Sometimes “Q” is added to the end, to include those who identify as “queer” or “questioning”.

Gay: Used to describe someone whose enduring emotional, romantic and sexual attraction is to others of the same gender. The term is more often applied to men, although women use this word too. It is commonly used as an adjective, eg: “Phil is a gay man” and less often as a noun, eg: “He is a gay”. It is usually considered offensive to describe gay people as “homosexuals”.

Gay-curious: Being gay-curious means questioning one’s sexual orientation, and is common for many young people.

Gaydar: This is the almost-magical radar or sixth sense that some GLBT people have which tells them whether someone else they know is gay. Although the existence of gaydar has not been scientifically proven, it is really useful to have!

Gender: Usually refers to the behavioral, social, cultural and psychological traits typically associated with one sex.

Gender identity: Refers to whether one identifies as male, female, intersex or transgender. Some people may feel they do not conform to any fixed gender identity.

Gender identity disorder (GID): GID is a controversial medical diagnosis that may be given to transgender people, as it labels and stigmatises them as “disordered”.

Genderqueer: Refers to one who does not adhere strictly to male or female identities and roles. A genderqueer person may choose to present as neither clearly male nor clearly female, but rather as a gender-free individual.

Heterosexual: A person who is emotionally, romantically and sexually attracted to people of the opposite gender. “Straight” is the colloquial term used to describe people who are heterosexual.

Heterosexism: It is an assumption or attitude that all people are or should be heterosexual, or a belief that heterosexuality is preferred to homosexuality. Heterosexism can be revealed in:

• Individual behaviour, eg: thinking that it is alright for a man to kiss a woman in public, but not for a man to kiss another man in the same setting;

• Cultural norms, eg: inviting only singles and heterosexual couples to a wedding dinner, but not same-sex couples; and

• Institutional policies, eg: not allowing gay and lesbian partners to have company staff benefits.

Homosexual: A gay man or lesbian. However, this is an outdated clinical term that is not generally used by lesbians or gay men to refer to themselves or their community. It is considered derogatory and offensive by many gay people. Historically, the word has been wrongly associated with deviance, criminal behaviour and mental illness. The terms “admitted homosexual” and “practising homosexual” also have negative meanings, and are widely used by fundamentalist religious organisations and reparative therapists to reinforce the idea that homosexuality can be “treated” or “cured”. Instead of “homosexual”, the current preferred terms are “lesbian” or “gay man”.

Homophobia: It refers to one’s fear, hatred or disgust towards homosexuality, and the prejudiced view that lesbians and gay men are wrong, immoral, sick or sinful. Homophobia can result in an avoidance of being associated with lesbians and gay men, for fear of being perceived as lesbian or gay. Internalised homophobia can be experienced by a lesbian or gay man who is still closeted and feeling ashamed of their own sexual orientation.

Intersex: A general term used to refer to a person whose biological sex is ambiguous, or not exclusively male or female. This could be the result of a range of biological or medical conditions. For eg: a person is born appearing to be male on the outside, but having mostly female-typical anatomy on the inside. Or a person may be born with genitals that seem to be in-between the usual male and female types.

Lesbian: A woman whose enduring emotional, romantic and sexual attraction is to other women. Some women prefer to describe themselves as “lesbian”, using the term “gay” to refer to gay men only. Others use the term “gay” to refer to both gay men and women.

MSM: Means “men who have sex with men”, referring to men who engage in sexual activities with other men, but may not necessarily identify as being gay.

MTF: Means “male-to-female”, referring to a transgender person who is transitioning or has transitioned from male to female.

Partner: Along with “life partner”, “significant other” and “lover”, these are terms that lesbian, gay and bisexual people use to identify those people with whom they have made a commitment in emotional or romantic relationships.

PLU: Means “people like us”, a local term used to refer to a fellow member of the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender communities.

Queer: Traditionally a term of insult, it has since been reclaimed by some gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender people to describe themselves. Some people also use it as an inclusive, umbrella term to refer to the community as a whole. However, it is a term that is not universally accepted by the entire GLBT community, and should be avoided unless it is used to refer to someone who self-identifies as “queer”.

Questioning: A person who is undecided and/or confused about their sexual orientation, and is common for many young people.

Reparative therapy: Also known as conversion therapy, it refers to any formal attempt to change a person’s sexual orientation from homosexual to heterosexual. It includes the attempts by transformational Christian ministries to use prayer, individual therapy sessions and group counselling to change a person’s sexual orientation, as well as attempts by secular professionals to “cure” homosexuality. Currently there are no studies in peer reviewed scientific journals that illustrate the effectiveness of reparative therapies.

Safer sex: Refers to a range of sexual activities that can be done to lower the chances of contracting a sexually transmitted infection during sexual activity. Eg: using a condom for penetrative intercourse, or a dental dam as a barrier. Barebacking, or raw sex, is unsafe sex, as it refers to unprotected anal intercourse between men, and can lead to transmission of infections.

Same-sex attraction: Attraction towards people of one’s own gender. It is a term that some prefer to use, as it is less loaded than “gay”, “lesbian” or “bisexual”.

Same-sex marraige: Also known as gay or lesbian marriage, it is when two people of the same gender wed.

Sex: Refers to the biological classification of people as male or female. At birth, infants are assigned a sex based on a combination of bodily characteristics, including chromosomes, hormones, internal reproductive organs and genitals.

Sex reassignment surgery (SRS): Refers to the surgical procedures by which a person’s physical appearance and functions are altered to that of the other sex. It is a term more preferred than “sex change operation”. “Pre-operative” is the term for a transgender person who has yet to undergo the procedures. “Post-operative” is the term for a transgender person who has completed the procedures. Not all transgender people choose to or can afford to have SRS, as it forms only a part of the complex process of transition.

Sexual orientation: Sexual orientation refers to the enduring direction of a person’s emotional, romantic and sexual attractions. The term sexual “preference” is offensive and to be avoided, and typically used to suggest that being lesbian, gay or bisexual is a “choice” and therefore can and should be “cured.” Sexual orientation is the preferred term, and includes gay, lesbian, bisexual or heterosexual.

Transgender: An umbrella term, applied to a variety of individuals whose gender identity and/ or expression differs from the biological sex they were assigned at birth, and also includes cross-dressers and transsexuals. Transgender people may identify as female-to-male (FTM) or male-to-female (MTF). This does not imply any specific form of sexual orientation, since transgender people may identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual or heterosexual. Not all transgender people want to change their bodies or biological sex through hormone therapy or surgery. The word “transgender” should be used as an adjective, not a noun. For eg: do not say “She is a transgender” or “They are transgenders”. Instead, it is more correct to say “Phyllis is transgender” or “They are both transgender men”. When referring to a transgender person, use the appropriate pronoun which represents the gender expressed by the person. For eg: someone who was born male but now identifies as a transgender woman should be addressed as “she” or “her”. It is dehumanizing to refer to a transgender person as “it”. If in doubt, use “you” or “they”, or politely ask “I’m sorry, how would you like me to address you?”

Transsexual: An older medical term used to describe some transgender people. Most people prefer the term “transgender” instead, as “transsexual” is not an umbrella term.

Transvestite: A person who dresses in the clothing of the opposite gender for a variety of reasons, and sometimes referred to as a cross-dresser. They may or may not identify as transgender, and can be of any sexual orientation. For some people, this term can be regarded as derogatory or insulting.

Transman: Female-to-male transgender person.

Transwoman: Male-to-female transgender person.

Transphobia: The fear, hatred or discrimination towards a person because they are transgender.

Transition: The complex process of altering one’s birth sex, undertaken by transgender people. It can occur over a long period of time, and may include some or all of the following:

• Social, cultural, legal and medical adjustments;

• Telling one’s family, friends, colleagues;

• Changing one’s name;

• Hormone therapy; and

• Sex reassignment surgery.

Many transgender people do consider their transition complete without undergoing surgery.

WSW: Means “women who have sex with women”, referring to women who engage in sexual activities with other women, but may or may not necessarily identify as lesbian.


Avoiding Offensive Language

There are many words in English, Mandarin, Malay, Tamil and various other local dialects and languages that are used in Singapore which can be insulting against people who are gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender. Such words should be avoided as they can perpetuate negative stereotypes. Examples include:

Offensive term to be avoided / Preferred term

Ah kua, Bapok / Gay man or transgender woman

Dyke / Lesbian

Faggot, Homo, Kedik / Gay man

Lesbo / Lesbian

Pondan / Gay man or transgender woman

Ren yao, Tranny / Transgender person



As a general rule, those who do not claim the identity themselves should not use these terms on others. For example, while some gay men may jokingly refer to themselves and their gay friends as “queers” or “fairies”, a straight person should not be calling a gay man or lesbian “a queer”, as that could be seen as insulting and homophobic. Similarly, statements such as “that’s so gay” can also be offensive to people who identify as gay, and should be avoided.

References:
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http://www.flinders.edu.au/equal-opportunity/sexual_diversity/words_language.cfm

GLBTQ: An encyclopaedia of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender & queer culture http://www.glbtq.com/

Gay and lesbian terms and definitions: http://www.joekort.com/articles21.htm

Glossary of GLBT terms for teens: http://gayteens.about.com/od/glossary/Glossary_of_GLBT_Terms_for_Teens.htm

Intersex Society of North America: http://www.isna.org/

SgButterfly: http://sgbutterfly.org/

Singapore gay terminology: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homosexuality_in_singapore#Singapore_gay_terminology

The Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation: http://www.glaad.org/


Reflections


The wounded healer: Reflections from a religious leader

Reverend Doctor Yap Kim Hao

It was 1944, and the Japanese Occupation of the Malay Peninsula was coming to an end. Malaya and Singapore were still under military rule, and I was only 15 years old.

One evening while watching a documentary in a makeshift movie hall, I was yanked out of my seat by some Japanese military police officers, and forcefully thrown to the ground a number of times until I could no longer stand on my feet. After being taken to a police lock-up, I was later released.

I was not aware of any crime that I had committed. Perhaps it was just an event to satisfy the sadistic needs of some military police officers, and I was the unexpected and unfortunate victim. I had met with injustice. My leg was injured, and I was crippled for life as a result. That was 76 years ago.

My future changed abruptly. How did I face it? Over the next few months, in the midst of my gradual recovery I was fortunate to be befriended by a group of Christian youths who showed me love and compassion. Although I was not a Christian, I received their care and concern. I soon became a member of the Wesley Church in Ipoh, Malaysia.

After secondary school, I decided to pursue tertiary education in a small Methodist college in the United States. That was where I worked part-time while studying for my degree. It further led me to the seminary where I trained to serve as a pastor.

The American Civil Rights movement at that time opened my eyes to injustices. Racism was supported and justified by the vast majority of white Christian churches. I found myself sympathising with the black African-American students who participated in demonstrations and got themselves brutally assaulted as a result. Martin Luther King himself was a doctoral student at Boston University, where I received my own theological education. In the following years, it was people inspired by the teaching of love and justice who finally achieved racial equality legally in the United States.

After completing my education I returned home and was appointed to pastoral work in the Methodist Church. I was consecrated as the first Asian Bishop of the Methodist Church in Malaysia and Singapore in 1968. I resigned from the episcopacy to take up an appointment as General Secretary of the Christian Conference of Churches in Asia. CCA’s mission was to co-ordinate the Asian churches to engage in education, evangelism, development and social justice. I identified with the victims of injustices wherever they were found.

In a way, I felt I was trying to be a “wounded healer.” At the age of 15 I was able to pick myself up from the ground to walk haltingly, but I was never able to run again because of my injury. Now, I felt I needed to help others to get up, stand tall and walk proudly. It was with this orientation in my life that I came forward naturally at the opportune time to support the struggles of the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender community. Here is a group that experienced unjust rejection and stigmatization. They bear the guilt imposed upon them. They were sinned against by those who claim that homosexuality is a sin.

For many years past, I was unaware of their problems. I did not comprehend the issue of homosexuality or even realize it as a concern. They led their private lives and were not a problem to me. There was no public discussion. When I began my Christian ministry I was asked questions about the view of the Church on the subject. Like many people then and still today, homosexuality is a closed issue. It is sin. The clobber passages quoted in the Bible regard same-sex relations as sinful. Sexual orientation was unknown by those inspired people who wrote, communicated and interpreted the sacred text.

When gays, lesbians, bisexuals and transgender people started coming out to share their stories of discrimination and persecution, it also set me reflecting about the issue. Every day, we depend upon new knowledge in the study of the human condition and the nature of society. In the critical study of the Bible, I developed a more favourable attitude towards sexual orientation, which I believe is inborn. Not just nature, but nurture is also a causal factor for one’s sexual orientation. Gay or not, who we are is determined by both nature and nurture. We should agree that some of us were born this way and others that way. Neither way is sinful and both ways are natural.

When the stories of this community surfaced, I found how they were being confronted with the forces of discrimination, stigmatization, ostracism, marginalization and rejection. They escaped to their lonely closets, nursing the wounds inflicted upon them by an uninformed and prejudiced society. Gays, lesbians, bisexuals and transgender people were forced to live a lie in public and behave like “straight” people for their survival. I could also sense how liberated and free they became when they went among members of their own community. Even their own family members are caught in a dilemma.
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